CHAPTER V

THE FORMATIVE

PERIOD OF
WESTERN EDUCATION

(500 AD.-1400 AD.)

A.   PROPAEDEUTICS TO THE RISE OF WESTERN
CIVILIZATION (500 A.D.-1000 A.D.)
The term propaedeutic has a formidable and antiquarian ring to modern ears. Yet it
almost exactly describes the educational characteristics of the 500 years between the
"fall" of the Roman Empire and the "rise" of Western civilization. It means literally
"to teach beforehand" (pro-paideuein}, and in the English plural it has come to mean
the preliminary learning or preparatory instruction connected with any art or science.
The education of the West in the 500 years of the early Middle Ages was preparing the
ground for the emergence of Western civilization.
We can say this with the advantage of historical hindsight. The men of the
European Middle Ages would not have put it that way. They thought of themselves as
a part of the ancient world. The men of the Byzantine ages also thought of themselves
as part of the ancient world. The difference was that the Byzantines remained
ancients, while the western Europeans did not. They were laying the groundwork for
something quite different from the ancient Graeco-Roman civilization, a Western
civilization which their successors in another 500 years were to transform once again
into a modern civilization.
Herein lies a problem for the history of education. If Graeco-Roman civilization
generally disintegrated, as it did, around 500 AD., and if Western civilization began to
take characteristic form, as it did, around 1000 A.D., what shall we say of education in
the intervening half millenium between 500 and 1000 A.D.? Shall we simply say that
those unfortunate years, loosely referred to as the early Middle Ages, were educational
"Dark Ages/' or that they were just in the "middle" between two really important
eras? Conceptually, either is unsatisfying and overlooks recent scholarship in European
history.